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The body that oversees Mexico’s judiciary branch, the Consejo de la Judicatura Federal (CJF),
is investigating allegations that three federal judges used their courts to issue favorable rulings
for casino magnate Juan José Rojas Cardona and his associates. In early May, the CJF suspended
Judges Eduardo Ochoa Torres and Javier Rubén Lozano Martínez of Nuevo León and José Manuel
Rodríguez Puerto of Tamaulipas for their role in the scandal.
The three judges in question were holding important positions at the time of their suspension.
Ochoa Torres was serving as president of a federal civil court (Tercer Tribunal Colegiado en Materia
Civil) and Lozano Martínez was a member of a federal administrative court (Juzgado Segundo de
Distrito en Materia Administrativa). Both courts are in Monterrey. Rodríguez Puerto was leading
a federal criminal court (Primer Tribunal Colegiado en Materias Penal y del Trabajo) in Ciudad
Victoria, the capital of Tamaulipas.
The CJF’s investigation centers on the relationship of the three judges with Francisco Salazar
Arreozola, who is counsel to Rojas Cardona, known as the zar de los casinos (casino czar).
Details are scarce on the evidence that the CJF is considering, but a recording of a telephone
conversation between Salazar Arreozola and Rodríguez Puerto appears to be a key piece of
evidence.
Ochoa Torres, Lozano Martínez, and Rodríguez Puerto are only the latest judges to face sanctions
for their illicit association with Rojas Cardona . At least seven others have been punished for unduly
favoring the zar de los casinos with their rulings.
There are some allegations that the CJF itself has been under the control of Rojas Cardona. "The
"zar de los casinos" moves the strings inside the CJF, where his lawyer Francisco Salazar Arreozola
asks for favors and concessions from his friends the judges," said the daily newspaper Reforma.

Casino empire crumbling
The corruption of judges in northern Mexico coincides with the rapid growth of the casino industry
in the past decade, particularly in the states of Nuevo León, Coahuila, and Tamaulipas. The industry
saw its greatest growth during the administrations of former Presidents Vicente Fox (2000-2006) and
Felipe Calderón (2006-2012), both members of the pro-business Partido Acción Nacional (PAN).
It was during this time that Rojas Cardona built his casino empire via his holding Entretenimiento
de México (Emex), which owns Grupo Palmas and the casino operations under the name of Kash.
The entrepreneur not only operated legal betting and gaming sites but also clandestine casinos
similar to the Casino Royale, which burned down in August 2011. The disaster was the result of
arson and payback, with the Zetas drug cartel allegedly responsible for the crime (SourceMex, Aug.
31, 2011).
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"Nine years transpired—seven under PAN presidents—before the federal government noticed that
the betting facilities owned by Juan José Rojas Cardona were operating in an irregular manner," said
the weekly news magazine Proceso. "And it was only recently discovered that the 'zar de los casinos'
enjoyed the protection of members of the judicial branch."
The arrival of President Enrique Peña Nieto to office ushered a new effort to control casino
operations in northern Mexico. In October 2013, the government of Peña Nieto, a member of the
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), issued a new set of rules governing casino operations,
including a ban on slot machines and tighter regulations on casino permits (SourceMex, Oct. 30,
2013).
"It was during the current administration that Rojas Cardona’s luck began to change," said Proceso.
"The Secretaría de Gobernación (SEGOB) accused him of having obtained permits illegally to
open his casinos during the Fox presidency. Several sources said he did not present the needed
documentation that would authorize the opening of 50 gaming sites."
With the closure of six gaming sites in April, SEGOB has now shut down 45 of Rojas Cardona’s
operations, including large operations like the Palmas Miravalle and Palmas Cumbres in Monterrey
and another Palmas operation in Cancún. A couple of Kash casinos were also shut down in Puebla
and Morelos.
While Rojas is said to have had an especially close relationship with officials from the PAN, his
efforts to gain favors involved members of all parties, including the PRI and the center-left Partido
de la Revolución Democrática (PRD). "In 2006, he provided economic support to all the presidential
candidates," columnist Jorge Fernández Menéndez wrote in the daily newspaper Excélsior.
Fernández Menéndez said the corruption of the judges by Rojas Cardona is a symptom of a larger
problem in Mexico. "This is an example of how several groups and personalities have penetrated
the Mexican judicial system," said the Excélsior columnist. "They have learned how to move,
manipulate, and buy justice in our country."
Despite the actions against his properties,, critics say the administration has not directly targeted
Rojas Cardona for prosecution. "While there are efforts to prosecute corrupt judges and magistrates
and to close noncompliant gaming centers, no actions have been taken against this businessman,
who remains at large," said Proceso.
Rojas Cardona is not taking any chances and has fled the country. Some sources say the casino
magnate has remained in Italy since early April, which was when the PGR conducted its latest
casino closures.
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